fter more than 35 years ofteaching, I learned of a teaching practice called "Popcorn Read ing." Ironically, I learned of this practice in my first full year of teaching in a School of Education where I was supervising an intern (student teacher). The lesson I came to observe was a fifth grade Social Stud ies lesson. The lesson began promptly when Amanda, the in tern. asked the studcnts to open their Social Studies text to page 118. The students did so immediately. Amanda then asked a student to begin "popcorn reading". I was anxious to learn about this since, as mentioned previously, as an educa tor with over 35 years of experience as a classroom teacher, special education coordinator, a member of curriculum com mittees, and later as superintendent with responsibility for all aspects of curriculum, I had never heard of 'popcorn reading'.
Amanda asked 'Joe' to begin the popcorn reading ses sion. Joe read a paragraph and then said, "Popcorn, Mary". Mary read the next paragraph and then said, "Popcorn, Jenna". Jenna, read the next paragraph and then said, "Popcorn, John". And so the lesson continued.
Half an hour into the lesson, I continued to try to look at tentive and interested, however, it was very difficult. I looked at the intern who was leaning against a podium and yawning. I couldn't help but yawn also. The lesson continued in this fashion for another half hour! During the hour that I observed the students, I must say that they were well-behaved in spite of having to 'endure' this lesson. A couple of students played with objects in their desks, one played with his hair, but other than that, the fifth graders were not misbehaving.
At the end of the lesson, I knew that 1 could not stay longer. I had exhausted my patience. But believing in the potential of people, Tdecided to let a day or so pass before discussing the lesson with this intern. I met with Amanda for five minutes at the end ofthe lesson and gave her a sheet with reflection ques tions, e.g. Was this a typical day? Was this a typical lesson? What were the strengths of the lesson? What would she do differently? I asked Amanda to reflect on these questions and we would meet later that week (Friday) to discuss the lesson.
On Friday, I met with the intern in a comfortable set ting and asked her what she thought of her lesson. Her first response was, "It was horrible! It was so boring." I then asked her why she thought the lesson was horrible. Amanda stated that she was bored and recognized that the students were bored and were not engaged and that she should have provided a more engaging lesson. When T asked what she might have done differently, she didn't have too many ideas. I asked her why she taught the lesson as she did, and her response was, "That is how my mentor teacher teaches Social Studies." I did not comment on this but asked her to review the objectives of the lesson. Were they met? She agreed that they had not been. We discussed how they could have been met without a text book and with the students being actively engaged.
I must say that the lesson I observed that Wednesday morn ing was the worst that I had observed in my more than 35 years in education. But, I decided to use that lesson as a case study, from then on, for students in my education classes. That spring and each semester, thereafter, I asked the education students in my classes how many had heard of 'popcorn reading'. I was surprised to learn that EVERY American education student had heard of it and was a participant in such lessons during their elementary and secondary years.
In some cases there were minor variations. For example, the teacher might ask a couple of questions during the popcorn reading session. I asked the students how many enjoyed these lessons. What were their feelings? More than 98 As policy dictates more and percent had negative more what teachers need to feelings about this read teach, we should be mind ing practice. Many said that that they really did ful of the need to be prac not enjoy reading; many titioners that constantly said that they were em reflect on our practices and barrassed to read out decisions in the classroom.
loud. A couple of stu dents mentioned that most of their lessons in high school were taught that way. Of course, I thought that they were exaggerating.
Whenever I am 'teaching' my students, I ask them to think and to give the reason that I am using the particular strategy or approach. I emphasize the importance of being a reflective practitioner and the need to think critically.
When I was invited to a session with English professors held a couple of years ago, I decided to talk about popcorn reading. I began with that approach and then asked the sea soned educators to tell how they felt. Their responses were similar to the education students. 1 was even more surprised to learn that all knew of popcorn reading. One said that it was used in California. Interestingly though, no one in that room that day supported the approach. One asked an interesting question, "What are the origins of popcorn reading?" Since I had not expected these English professors to even know of "popcorn reading", I decided to do some research thinking that there would be little information on "popcorn reading". Was I surprised! I learned that "popcorn reading" is also called, "combat reading." I wonder why!!! According to Wolsey (20 lO) , "Readers actively work to catch other students on the wrong word or otherwise not reading along with the group."
In addition, I learned that there are some slight variations of the "popcorn reading" approach."Touch go reading" is when
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A publication of the Michigan Council of Teachers of English the teacher walks around the room with a baton or similar item and taps someone on the head. This signals that that student is now to read orally. "Popsicle stick reading" refers to the idea that each child's name is on a popsicle stick. The teacher pulls a 'popsicle stick' and the student whose name is on the stick reads until the next name is pulled. In 'round robin oral read ing', the teacher, at any juncturc, calls out a student's name, and that student is to read.
A few months ago, I was asked to teach a reading strategy to students in the Masters of Elementary Teaching program at a university in Maryland. I decided to use popcorn reading after setting up a safe and comfortable environment and indi cating that anyone who was not comfortable doing popcorn reading could "pass." I then asked the students to give their feelings and thoughts about this approach in small groups and then in the large group.
Comments were such: In conclusion, I decided to write this article as a reminder that, as educators and professionals, we must always examine why we do what we do. Is it an effective practice? What are the potential benefits? What are the weaknesses?
